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ABSTRACT

A VIEW FROM WITHIN: NOTES AND INSIGHT FROM AN INSTITUTIONAL
ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE NATIONAL COMMISSION FOR NATURAL
PROTECTED AREAS IN TULUM, MEXICO

December 2018

Maxwell J. Martin, B.S., Juniata College
M.S., University of Massachusetts Boston

Directed by Professor José E. Martínez-Reyes

National parks and protected areas are an integral component of the Mexican
government’s long-term natural resource conservation strategy. They comprise over 90
million hectares throughout the country. However, the establishment and upkeep of these
protected areas often incites conflict both between and among local actors. From
poachers taking protected resources to indigenous peoples exercising their rights,
protected areas have become a source of political, economic, and moral contention across
the globe. In addition, their effectiveness in either ecological or sustainable development
terms has been ambiguous at best.
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Tulum, Mexico exemplifies this dilemma. The site of pre-Columbian Mayan
architecture, Tulum is now facing explosive economic growth driven largely by an
international tourism industry. This fragile ecological site and vulnerable cultural
community have the potential to be seriously impacted by mass tourism. Accompanying
the myriad social, political and ecologic implications of tourism are real challenges for
park managers, who are placed in the delicate position of attending to federal objectives
while mitigating on the ground realities.
This report chronicles nearly two months of ethnographic field work conducted
with The National Commission for Natural Protected Areas, a federal government agency
responsible for the management and administration of protected areas in Mexico.
Preliminary results suggest that effective management strategies of protected areas are
constrained due to “top down” and hierarchical management philosophies and approaches
that do not adequately incorporate the multiple challenges faced by local communities,
especially in light of the burgeoning tourism pressures. This report recommends the
implementation of a participatory applied ecological management framework that
adequately includes perspective from local actors. Hopefully, Tulum can come to
represent a locality in which internationally-based tourism development can coexist with
an increasing capacity for the adaptive management of natural protected areas.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The development of international mass tourism hotspot Cancún in the
northeastern portion of Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula in the 1970s radically altered, and
continues to influence, the socio-ecological fabric of life in the region. Of particular
importance in both the spatial and temporal spread of this development is a town called
Tulum. Tulum is the site of rich cultural heritage for the Maya people, and represents an
ideal context focusing on the transformation of society with the advent of global forces.
Surrounding the town is a verdant tropical forest and luxurious coastal ecosystem, both of
which have the potential to be impacted by tourism. In addition, the subterranean aquifers
and groundwater of the region is filtered through highly porous limestone rock that is
highly susceptible to pollution and contamination. The unique ecologic context and
telling socio-political environment make Tulum an important case in the study of political
ecology.
Located on the southern edge of the eastern coastal tourism corridor known as the
Riviera Maya, two prominent authors noted that the Maya village of “[Tulum] was little
more than a truck stop” in the 1980s and today is a bustle of activity (Pi-Sunyer and
Thomas 2015). In addition to being the present-day border town of a tourism empire,
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Tulum was once the site of a post-Mexican Independence revolution taken up by the
Maya people against the would be colonizing forces of Mexico, although the distinction
between earlier “Spanish” and “Mexican” oppressors made little difference to the Mayan
people. The revolution is known as the Caste War due to it having been a rebellion
against the caste system in which native Mayas were typeset as the lowest members,
barely even a part of, the surrounding society. Spanning over fifty years from 1847-1901,
the Caste War is considered one of the most important indigenous resistance campaigns
in the Americas. Both the reason for and effect of the Caste War will be described in
some detail later on, as it is relevant to the explanation of my research and its historical
context.
In this thesis, I will endeavor to explicate the goals and results of my study.
Broadly speaking, my main research goal was to explore and analyze the management
strategies of The National Commission for Natural Protected Areas (CONANP). This
federal government agency is tasked with the administration of natural protected areas in
Mexico, with regional offices in Tulum. I was particularly interested in how the agency
was managing the consequences of mass tourism. In addition to uncovering more about
their mission, I was interested in what activities and phenomenon they deemed as threats
to conservation programs. What strategies had they put in place to combat these threats?
Were these strategies perceived as successful or unsuccessful? Why or why not? What
steps or actions could be taken to improve the effectiveness of their programs?
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In addition to the outlook from within CONANP, I was also interested in how
outside parties viewed the organization. I attempted to study the perception of CONANP
as perceived by local Maya, for whom the relationship can be a matter of survival, as well
as local tourists and tourism service providers. Intriguing though this is in its own right, I
thought that this information would be important to share with CONANP so they knew
where to focus the efforts of their public relations and where, if at all, they needed to
implement actions in order to remedy their image.

Background and Overview
In addition to the municipality of Tulum, the archeologic site and surrounding
National Park draw a myriad of visitors to the small and environmentally sensitive
coastline. The Tulum National Park surrounds the archeological site, which is a highly
visited tourist attraction. The National Park is under the purview and management of
CONANP, whereas the archeological site is managed by the National Institute of
Anthropology and History (INAH). Therefore, the entirety of decisions made concerning
the contextually embedded “Tulum Ruins” is outside the decision making purview of
CONANP. The agency’s mission, broadly stated, is the management and administration
of natural protected areas within the country of Mexico. There are six types of protected
areas recognized by the country: Biosphere Reserves, National Parks, Natural
Monuments, Protection Areas of Natural Resources, Protection Areas of Flora and Fauna,
and Sanctuaries. It is important to note that CONANP does not have enforcement power.
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Their principal activities are the administration of grants to community groups focusing
on different areas of conservation (such as community policing or education), as well as
observation and monitoring within protected areas, the issuing/revocation of use-permits
(e.g. tourism service operators) and the delineation and zoning of protected areas. As was
described to me, CONANP largely operates as the “middle men” between the Secretary
of the Environment, from whom national directives and operations flow, and the public
whom they try to engage in conservation activities as much as possible.
In 2017 I spent two months conducting fieldwork living and working with the
employees and volunteers at CONANP in the Tulum Pueblo. I worked as a “participant
observer” with CONANP because my study was ethnographic, and as such I both
participated-in and observed the daily goings-on of staff members and employees,
including their interaction with members of the public. I also had the opportunity to
interview these individuals in the form of semi-structured interviews, as well as informal
conversations during which time we shared powerpoints as well as other resources such
as books, administrative procedures, and maps both electronically and in print. I had the
opportunity to closely observe the dynamics of tourism that daily swelled and receded
from the Tulum Pueblo. I also had access to “key informants,” from other sectors
including NGO’s and local Maya communities. The key informant interviews were aptly
named because they were essential to my research. The depth and breadth of most key
informants’ knowledge, coupled with their typically giving natures and on the ground
experience complemented my perspective and made much of my research possible.
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My experiences in both the field and office working with CONANP colored my
understanding of exactly what their mission is and how they go about enacting it. It also
introduced me to the varying conflict of ideologies, cosmologies, and use of natural
resources between and among different stakeholder groups there. Undoubtedly, the
tourism and business interest has had a massive and disproportionate influence on the
other facets of society, which include a struggling indigenous population, Mexicans
nationals and foreigners looking for work, CONANP and members of the government,
non-governmental organizations and hundreds of thousands of tourists who fit
somewhere in-between. The scope, enormity, and influence of mass tourism cannot be
overstated. However, there is heterogeneity within the tourism industry and to some
extent Tulum is advertised as offering a more intimate experience with nature and the
local community, and many localities are billed as “eco” friendly.
Of the cultural uniqueness, Thomas and Pi-Sunyer remark that “the Maya
population… gave the locality… a degree of significance that it would not otherwise
have achieved” (2015). I would go so far as to say that tourism has the effect of
simultaneously venerating and profiting from Maya customs while undermining their
contemporary ability to maintain cohesive social groups, successfully transmit their
culture, and enact traditional subsistence strategies. To some extent, conservation
activities are also having deleterious effects on Maya culture (Martinez-Reyes 2016). It
really is not an impossible logical leap to imagine our society with airplanes, mega malls,
and skyscrapers from a Mayan’s point of view, for someone whom words like apocalypse
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or “wutz” are common lexicon, and consider that the “beginning of a new era” has
commenced (Juarez 2002).
It is my hope that this research will be used comparatively with other cases and
thereby be incorporated into a growing corpus of knowledge regarding challenges faced
by conservation professionals dealing with natural resource management in or near
fragile cultural and ecological areas impacted by tourism. Also, I hope to illuminate the
distinction between the theoretical and observed effects of establishing a Biosphere
Reserve in local communities for whom the difference is stark and serious. One of the
outcomes of this ethnographic study is to propose a participatory applied conceptual
model of an adaptive management framework that natural resource management and
conservation professionals can use in order to outline their goals, define the threats and
apply strategies to combat them. I describe this framework as ‘participatory’ because it
was based on collaborative discussions with CONANP staff and, I argue that this
framework offers a novel source of information and unique methodological process.
Lastly, I will offer some reflections and conclusions looking toward the future of society
and natural resource management in Tulum and places like it. I would argue that the
situation in Tulum is representative of what many rapidly urbanizing, modernizing and
globalizing communities are experiencing, especially in the so-called “Developing” or
“Third World.”
Some of the general consequences of these global processes typically include the
homogenization of culture, especially in situations where younger generations of
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indigenous people are forced to emigrate to cities to look for work. Globalization also
typically includes the further stratification of social structure by introducing complex
economic regimes. Environmentally, the destruction of habitat for infrastructure other
deleterious environmental impacts often accompany modernization. These forces also
typically lead to the reduction in traditional subsistence strategies through a myriad of
push/pull factors, such as the loss of arable cropland and need for economic wages, and
the loss of traditional ecologic knowledge. Oftentimes there is a cultural or racial
prejudice that develops toward native people, who are viewed as “backward” or
primitive. In addition, economic stratification eventually leads to the impoverishment of
indigenous peoples. In my own experience I have noticed that the reciprocity and
altruistic behaviors common amongst indigenous and native peoples tends to be replaced
with selfish, individually-focused behaviors and actions brought on as a result of
globalization and modernization. In addition, de facto environmental degradation is
synonymous with industrial development of appreciable scale.
The broad structure of this thesis is as follows. It begins with a brief historical
background and then moves into a discussion of the theoretical perspective. It will then
conclude with the application of those precepts in this case-study. The more specific
sections will describe my study area and surrounding geography, followed by research
questions and objectives, methodological approach, results and discussion. In order to
understand the temporal context within which my study takes place, it is necessary to
briefly trace the history of society in the Yucatán, including Spanish colonization and the
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resultant principles and practices, elements of which I would argue are still persistent
today and are the source of social and cultural tensions with regards to the use on land
and coastal resources.

A Brief History of the Societies Occupying the Yucatán
Even the origins of society in the Yucatán are a contentious issue. Recently
plundered skeletal remains from deep within Mexico’s limestone karst date back to over
13,000 years old, making them among the oldest human remains in North America
(Stinnesbeck et al 2017). The remains place human habitation in the Yucatán within the
late Pleistocene, a time during which the megafaunal populations across North America
died-out. A current theory posits the cause of this die-off as attributable to over-hunting
by humans who recently colonized the environment (Brook and Bowman 2002). Inbetween that time and the Classic period (250-850 A.D.) Maya societies developed a
culture that is longstanding and truly unique in this world (Sharer and Traxler 2006).
Entire languages of hieroglyphs have been preserved and “discovered" by contemporary
explorers from modern society. I had the opportunity to sit-in on a beginners Mayan
language class during my field work and found even a cursory grasp of the language
incredibly challenging. The Mayans were the only pre-Columbian society in the
Americas to develop written language. Urban centers were capable of supporting of tens,
even hundreds of thousands of people and intensive, albeit controversial, systems of
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agriculture were developed to feed such a sizable population (Fedick and Morrison
2004).
However, for reasons that are still unknown today, the population of the Maya
declined at the end of the Classic period. Popular author Jared Diamond offered his
explanation of this ‘collapse’ in his 2005 bestseller titled, Collapse: How Societies
Choose to Fail or Succeed. In his analysis he concluded that the Maya civilization likely
collapsed due to the increasing pressure being placed on the environment by human
activities such as deforestation for agriculture. Other authors portend that Maya systems
of agriculture were sustainable, contributed to enhanced biodiversity and retain important
lessons for modern day food systems (Ford and Nigh 2016). Still others have suggested
that it was likely a multitude of inextricable political and environmental factors that
brought down the Maya (Masson 2012). On the whole, Maya civilization did dwindle
prior to the arrival of the Spaniards in 1511, however Tulum continued to be an important
site and economic port, as well as a civic and religious center. It would continue to play a
role throughout the Spanish conquest an ensuing resistance.
That is not to say that life became any easier for the remaining Maya of the
Yucatán after first contact with the Spanish in the early 16th century. After a few previous
explorers were repulsed from the Peninsula, Hernán Cortés was placed in charge of a
mission to conquer modern-day Mexico in 1519. Cortés made landfall in Cozumel where
he razed temples and supplanted them with Christian crosses. He then journeyed north
and west along the Yucatán Peninsula, hugging the shoreline until within striking distance
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of the then-capital city Tenochtitlan, which is present day Mexico City. The Aztec capital
fell to the Spanish in 1521.
While much of modern-day Mexico fell under the yoke of colonial rule, areas of
the Yucatan Peninsula avoided and resisted the forced integration into Spanish society.
Many of the Aztec peoples near present-day Mexico city were forced to convert to
Christianity or die, while their own culture and customs eroded and faced destruction. On
the whole, native peoples were enslaved, marginalized, and suffered terribly in terms of
population decline due to European illnesses. In addition vast tracts of land were
distributed to high-placed Spaniards who deforested them in an attempt to raise cattle.
Generally speaking, environmental and human resources continued to be ruthlessly
exploited. The customs and culture of the Mayas also came under threat, however there
was very little in regards to direct oversight of isolated peoples who continued to mete
out an existence as they had for centuries before in the remote jungles of the peninsula. In
addition, there was much active resistance by the Maya of Spanish colonial rule. Overall,
the Spanish capital city of Merida and nearby Valladolid had relatively little impact on
the vast majority of the southeastern portion of the Yucatán peninsula.
In 1821 representatives of the Spanish crown and Mexican military leader
General Iturbide signed the Treaty of Córdoba which recognized Mexico as a sovereign
and independent nation. At this point the history of the Yucatán differs substantially from
the rest of the nation. After two decades of waffling about, The Republic of Yucatán
ceded from the rest of the nation in 1841. Perhaps revolution was in the air because only
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a few years later in 1847 the Caste War of the Yucatán broke out and is relevant to the
immediate geography, politics, and culture of my study area Tulum, Mexico.

The Caste War of The Yucatan
The Caste War of the Yucatán began in 1847 when a group of Maya stormed the
once-Spanish city of Valladolid and sacked it. Governor Barbachano of the thenindependent Yucatán surrendered. A little over a year later, after failing to receive help
from elsewhere in the Americas, The Republic of Yucatán rejoined the greater Mexican
state in order to redouble efforts against the Maya. The war received its name because
this aggravation by the Maya was a revolt against the caste system in which indigenous
Mayas were typeset as the lowest caste, barely members of society.
One of the aggravating factors thought to have instigated the Maya rebellion was
related to the high cost of taxes levied against the native Maya. In fact the land tenure and
taxation situation at the time were definite points of contention. Under the Spanish, all
land was considered monte del rey or the king’s forest. Noted anthropologist and historian
Nelson Reed states, “[The Maya] was accustomed to holding land communally by
lineage or by village, with each member free to use what he needed, to own the planted
crop and harvest but not the land. This right had been recognized by the Crown in a type
of village holding called ejido” (Reed 2001). However, during the Mexican Republic,
unoccupied land became known as terreno baldío or uncultivated land. This shift in
philosophy began the privatization and sale of land previously managed by the forestdwelling Mayas. Reed writes that, “for the white man, uncultivated land was wasted; for
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the Maya, it was resting under the protection of the forest gods” (Reed 2001). It is this
kind of profound difference in worldview that precipitated the start of the war.
After an initial offensive that almost drove white elites from the peninsula, the
rebel Maya took refuge and controlled the southeast/central portion of the Yucatán. Rebel
leaders founded Chan Santa Cruz, which is present-day Felipe Carrillo Puerto, and
repopulated Tulum as one of the rebel sacred shrine centers. While the Mexican forces
held the northwestern portion of the Yucatán, near Merida and Valladolid (see Figure 1).
Many of the strongholds of the Maya resistance were spurred on by Maya-adopted,
Christian religious symbols. For
example the “Cruzoob” were members
of the Maya rebellion inspired to battle
based on prophetic visions and the
appearances of “talking crosses” which
appeared to different religious leaders
in various regions. The crosses were
managed by fellow Maya, but the
fervor they produced had intense and
longstanding effects. Members of the
church today may still have
undercurrents of this religiousFigure 1. Rebel Maya forces during the Caste
War of the Yucatan ~1870

rebellious spirit.
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After the Mexican government forces had pushed back the Maya to religious
centers in Chan Santa Cruz and Tulum, a sort of stalemate evolved. The Maya and the
Mexican federalists fought this way for the better part of 50 years, during which time the
Mayan people were necessarily treated as a sovereign nation by the United Kingdom due
to their influence in disrupting sugarcane trade routes and because British were given
concessions to exploit valuable mahogany and cedar wood (Reed 2001). European
diseases such as smallpox continued to afflict the native population, and the erosion of
traditional culture and much detestable loss of life occurred. Signs of political overthrow
began in the mid 1880s, although it wasn’t until 1901 when then-President Porfirio Diaz
launched a military campaign to finally quell the Maya insurrection that the Caste War of
the Yucatán ultimately came to an end. With the cessation of the war, the Yucatan
Peninsula was further subdivided to create the current state of Quintana Roo. Although
often given as the official date of the end of the Maya rebellion, the Mexican federal
government retained only “nominal” control of the region until the latter part of the 20th
century, when a revolution of an entirely different sort would drastically alter the sociopolitical landscape for Maya and Mexican alike.

Early Research
By the 1930s considerable outside interest had been paid to the Yucatán peninsula,
led by leading archaeologists and anthropologists from the Carnegie Institution who
would continue to play an influential role in the post-Caste War Maya world. Sylvanus
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Morley first traveled to Tulum in 1913 under the auspices of the Carnegie Institution as
an archeologist while the area was still considered quite hostile as the rebel Maya were
not completely ‘pacified.’ Morley reports of his crew members, “These cowardly fellows,
with but one exception, flatly refused to leave the boat, and spent the days and nights
discussing the ‘Indian peril,’ which was never acute” (Sullivan 1989). He returned to the
Yucatán many times over the course of the next 27 years and undoubtedly altered the
trajectory of some projects and processes there. It was later discovered that while doing
archaeological research Morley was also working for the U.S. Naval Intelligence
performing reconnaissance during several of his early trips in central America. During
World War I it was thought that undeclared Mexico may side with the Germans against
the United States, thereby imperiling economically-important sisal crops (which are also
important to the cordage industry). Morley strongly advocated for the Carnegie
Institution’s involvement in the study and restoration of Chichen Itza, a massively
popular Maya archeological site and tourist attraction in the present day. He also entered
into a strange relationship with many of the rebellious Maya leaders, such as Capitan
Cituk, and Lieutenant Zuluub among others, whereby Morley was regarded as potential
benefactor and quite possibly the emissary foretold by ancient glyphs in Tulum (Sullivan
1989).
In addition to Morley, American anthropologist Robert Redfield conducted
ethnographic research in the Yucatán, also in affiliation with the Carnegie Institute. He
essentially pioneered the study and theoretical considerations of “peasant culture” and the
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process of social change. While some contend that many of his ideas were eventually
unsubstantiated, I feel that he did hold poignant opinions of the Maya in their process of
social change. He remarked, “they are a people who must and will come to identify their
interests with those of people far away, outside the traditional circle of their loyalties and
political responsibilities. As such they should have the sympathy of readers of these
pages” (Sullivan 1989). The sympathetic tone he took was one of the criticisms that
Redfield had to endure. However the modern Maya of Tulum are so affected by people
from “far away” that Redfield’s sentiment echos loudly today. Furthermore, Redfield
noted how Maya communities were becoming, “part of modern world civilization,”
another topic that would prove a harbinger of things to come (Sullivan 1989).
In 1932 Robert Redfield met a native of Merida in the Yucatán, a schoolteacher
named Alfonso Villa Rojas, who would become an outstanding ethnographer in his own
right. His seminal work entitled The Maya of East Central Quintana Roo remains a
classic in anthropology and ethnographic field writing (1945). Villa Rojas made many
critical observations and comparisons that spark interesting conversations today, over 80
years later. For example, he notes how the, “the Indians of X-Cacal waste their money on
things which are frivolous or do not serve to improve their existence.” He sites examples
of sewing machines relegated to darkened and cobwebbed corners as well as and
phonograph players and other items doomed to that same fate (Villa Rojas 1945). This is
an example of a cultural “mismatch,” in the sense that indigenous peoples newly
introduced to market economies oftentimes struggle to grasp the intricacies of the system.
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Too often this leads to indebtedness and an economic form of control over indigenous
people. Today the issue of money management remains a crucial hurdle for modernizing
Maya, who are also paid scant wages of a few U.S. dollars per day. Villa Rojas’ notes on
this isolated, post-Caste War Maya village include everything from rites and rituals,
childrearing, cosmology, and making the milpa or cornfield just as they had, “a
millennium ago.”
Something else important happened in the 1930s to help assimilate the Maya and
rural farmers of Mexico. Following the Mexican Revolution of the early 20th century, the
presidency of Lazaro Cardenas saw the implementation of extensive land reforms and the
reinstitution of the land grant policy known as “ejido,” which is a type of land holding
‘granted’ to communities by the Mexican federal government. Communal land tenure
policies were reinstated during an attempt to pacify and assimilate the Maya, who were
very mistrusting of the idea. Villa Rojas’ described a meeting in 1937 between federal
government officials and the Maya of Xcacal Guardia in which the Maya leaders viewed
the official map, “with extreme caution and recalls that they were angered by what they
saw… [they] remained deeply dissatisfied with the results of their cooperation with the
government” (Sullivan 1989). This issue of ejidos is multilayered and complex. However
they remain important to the story of Tulum because some members wish to sell their
ejido rights, thereby further fragmenting social cohesiveness in effective community
planning.
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Figure 2. The barrier island of Cancun before development ~ 1970 Image taken from “Anita’s Wanderings”

Figure 3. The barrier island of Cancun after development ~ 2010 Image taken from “Yucatan Holidays”

!17

Following the work of Rojas, Redfield, and Morley, the Maya of the Yucatán
continued their integration into post-colonial society, albeit to varying degrees. The more
isolated communities maintained much of their autonomy and traditional subsistence
strategies while only marginally contributing to the economic market, especially after the
decreased fervor of chicle in the 1930s. Chicle is a resin extracted from trees and is used
to make chewing gum. This product was an important contribution of rural Mayans to the
Mexican economy in the early 20th century and continued up until the 1970s. Other
communities closer to towns and markets emigrated to Merida and Valladolid where they
could look for wage labor. The Maya of Tulum would very much continue their
traditional practices such as making milpa and hunting well into the 20th century, until
the 1970s when another major development would effect the lives of most indigenous
and all other people living in southeastern Mexico; the creation of the international tourist
mecca Cancún.

Cancun: the Beginning of the Tourist Era
In the 1970s Mexican bureaucrats from the nation’s capital and major
international investors conceived of, and began constructing Cancun, an immensely
popular present-day mass tourism hotspot. Prior to the 1970s this barrier island was little
more than a sparsely inhabited spit of sand, with some human use as a hunting and
fishing camp (Thomas and Pi-Sunyer 2015). The transformation that would ensue could
not be more drastic (see Figures 2 and 3). Furthermore, the venture would be considered
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an economic success, although environmental and social equity has remained in question
(Torres 2005). Indeed, several authors have pointed out that social inequality and the gap
between wealthy tourists and those who serve them has only increased in recent years,
and that Cancun has failed in terms of imparting an equitable solution for local laborers
(Torres 2005; Manuel-Navarrete 2012; Wilson 2008).
This modus operandi of growth has proceeded southward down the Mexican
coast from Cancun and includes over 65 all-inclusive resorts and hotels within a span of
80 miles, many of which deliberately shield the tourist from having to experience any of
the daily aspects of life outside the hotel walls. As one visitor put it, “What do I like
about Cancun? It is so much like the United States that you might as well be in the United
States” (Torres 2005). This style of growth has proceeded southward along the Mexican
coast past Playa del Carmen all the way to Tulum, which was barely known to the outside
world a few decades ago.
Initially, the development of Tulum was quite a bit different than the mass
tourism, all-inclusive resort/hotel and focused on a more low-impact kind of socially
responsible tourism, with guests being comfortable enough to sleep under a palapa
(traditional Mexican thatch-roof hut shelter) and buy food from and intermingle with the
local population (Thomas personal communication). While it retains some of that
character today, Tulum has rapidly urbanized and is representative of a town focusing on
breakneck development and mass tourism rather than sustainable tourism. For
anthropologists such as Daltabuit and Leatherman (2001), these nuances have an
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incredible variety of impacts on the local population, including facets such as diet and
health. Many of the calls for sustainable development and ecological tourism that are
responsible to the local society could have been answered by Tulum at some point in
time, and still may. However, it will require a slowdown and even reversal of the profitmaximizing sort of development that we are seeing today in order for that development
vision to become a reality.

Contemporary Research in Tulum
Following the completion of Cancun, anthropologists, sociologists, political
scientists, and environmental scientists had the chance to observe the effects of a major
tourism development in a fashion similar to a experiment. Due to the planned nature of
the resort complex, researchers were able to follow many of the changes from inception
to several decades after the fact. Tulum can be thought of as a smaller offshoot of the
larger background of the Riviera Maya. R. Brooke Thomas and Oriol Pi-Sunyer were
among some of the first anthropologists to document the social and cultural changes
occurring for the native Maya as a result of the massive tourism influence. In a recent
review article they summarize some of the impacts. For instance they mention that
“within a context of generalized poverty, extreme and growing economic inequality
became the norm. In addition, indigenous people, who generally lived in the interior,
were increasingly both pulled and pushed into this tourism-based labor market” (PiSunyer and Thomas 2015). This observation is a corroboration of what anthropologist

!20

Ana Juarez found earlier. She also spent several years studying the changes in Maya
culture as a result of tourism. She wrote that, “Today - as in the past - [the Maya] do not
critique the process of globalization in and of itself, but rather critique inequality, their
loss of cultural autonomy, and their subordinate position within contemporary global
cultures and economies” (Juarez 2002). Furthermore as pointed out by Torres (2006),
“American tourists bring their own set of consumption patterns, moral values and
customs. They leave behind not only tourist dollars, but with their continuous flow they
restructure their host society through the demonstration effect and a variety of direct and
indirect interactions with its residents” (Torres 2006). The demonstration effect occurs
when local or indigenous populations seek to emulate foreign visitors’ consumption
patterns resulting in fundamentally different goal seeking behaviors for the native
population.
Of environmental issues Pi-Sunyer and Thomas, as well as Juarez, report some
telling observations. Speaking of their early observations, Pi-Sunyer and Thomas said
that “it seemed to us that this expansion could well have deleterious environmental
consequences for a luxuriant coastal ecosystem” (Pi-Sunyer and Thomas 2015). Juarez
documents local people’s decreasing access to the coast and other ecosystems, a theme
which would also become apparent in my research. She writes, “Now, public coastal
lands are almost nonexistent, and although Mexico's constitution guarantees public access
to all beaches, the large hotels are increasingly denying such access, especially to people
who don't appear to be white or tourists” (Stevenson 1998 qtd. in Juarez 2002). As we
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shall see, it is not only coastal land that has become off limits for natives, but interior
lands that were once part of their ancestral territory as well. Many of the restrictions
could be considered a form of colonialism that is relatively common throughout natural
resource management and conservation regimes in developing countries. Indeed,
Martinez-Reyes (2016) makes a strong case that the nearby Sian Ka’an Biosphere
Reserve has aspects of colonialism in its management and upkeep.
Martinez-Reyes performed ethnographic research among the nearby community
of Tres-Reyes and found that local autonomy and the degree to which indigenous Mayas
could maintain their cultural survival was being eroded not only by tourism, but by
paternalistic attitudes in conservation schemes promoted both by the government and
non-governmental organizations. In his book The Moral Ecology of a Forest he compares
the differences in conservation approaches by localized and institutionalized
environmental non-governmental organizations and the reasons for the ultimate failures
of each. Differences in cultural logic and values, poor understanding of the social
structure, and conflict between levels of organization all plague the success of
conservation projects, which while well-intentioned, tended to reproduce conditions of a
colonial mentality. Furthermore, the fundamental differences in conservation objectives,
as well as time horizons and financial resources dampened enthusiasm for successful
collaboration. It will take a reassertion of both local community power and some
recognition of said autonomy by governmental and market forces in order to see quasiindependent conservation or political autonomy achieved from indigenous groups.
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Nonetheless, pressures from tourism, climate change and cultural subversion threaten the
remaining Maya cultural cohesiveness and the further subdividing of community ejido
land threatens the already imperiled pragmatic elements of Maya cultural survival.
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CHAPTER 2
TULUM TODAY: SITE DESCRIPTION AND LOCATION

It is in and amongst this backdrop of profound cultural transformation and nearly
ubiquitous economic growth and development that I endeavored to study Tulum and its
relation to the National Commission for Natural Protected Areas during two months of
institutional ethnography during the summer of 2017. The CONANP staff I regularly had
access to was on average around 6 people, although the rotation of personnel in the field
and whomever was staffing the office added considerable variation day to day. The office
building is located a few hundred feet outside of the commercialized Tulum Pueblo, and
just within the boundary of the National Park. I will now turn to a more thorough
description of the geography of Tulum and its surrounding environs before turning to a
more detailed description of my methods and the results that follow.
For the purposes of this study, the regional location in question is the state of
Quintana Roo, located on the eastern part of the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico (Figure 4).
More specifically, my study occurred in two major natural protected areas. One is Tulum
National Park, which includes the ruins of the ancient site of Tulum, and the other is the
Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve which holds international distinction as a United Nations
Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage site. National
Parks are a federal distinction focused on unique natural and cultural features whereas
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Figure 4. Regional location of the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve (bright green) and
author’s estimation of the “Riviera Maya” tourism corridor (white outline)

Biosphere Reserves are an international designation with the goal of protecting globally
important cultural and environmental spaces. The Biosphere Reserves typically include
human population explicitly in part of their management whereas National Parks do not.
The Reserve is located less than 10 miles to the south of Tulum and encompasses over
1.3 million acres of diverse ecosystems including wetlands, mangroves, tropical forests
(UNESCO 2011). There is also a marine component of the Reserve which includes over
110 kilometers (68 miles) of the Mesoamerican reef as protected. There are a number of
rare and endangered species located in the Reserve. On land, the most charismatic of
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which are probably jaguar and puma, along with howler and spider monkeys. At sea,
crocodiles, manatees, and four species of sea turtles represent the popular megafauna.
Indeed, CONANP and several public interest groups dedicate a substantial portion of
their time to protecting sea turtle habitats. The most commercially important fished
species in the state is the spiny lobster, and is subject to regulations on harvest season,
size, and sex, for there is a lot of anthropogenic pressure on the local populations
(UNESCO 2011).
Some demographic and visitor statistic data illuminates the rapidly growing trend
of human habitation and impact in the area. Figure 5 provides a cursory overview of the
population in the town of Tulum, based both on census data and population counts
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Figure 5. Graph of Population Growth in Tulum
Information taken from the Mexican National Institute of Statistics and Geography
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Visitation Statistics to the Tulum Ruins
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Figure 6. Visitation Statistics for the Tulum Ruins
Data taken from the Mexican National Institute of of Anthropology and History: Visitor Statistics

referenced in other works. Note that this estimation does not include seasonal or transient
workers whose population often swells to 100% or more of the permanent residents (PiSunyer and Thomas 2015). Figure 6 provides a similar trend line and shows the tourist
visitation statistics to the Tulum Ruins during a 17 year period. The millions of visitors,
both national and international must be accommodated by the developing infrastructure,
although many of the tourists only visit Tulum for day trips and instead choose to make
their lodging accommodations in nearby Playa del Carmen or Cancun. The skyrocketing
number of tourists have a myriad of effects on the culture and character of tourism in
Tulum.
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Tulum today is a bustling town bifurcated by the Cancun-Tulum highway that
also extends southward to Felipe Carrillo Puerto and Chetumal. A myriad of upscale
shops and restaurants crowd the busy sidewalks alongside the main street of downtown,
almost all of which are aimed at a well-to-do international clientele. International visitors
are besieged with offers to buy things, usually at “discounts” while very few Mexican
people can be seen interloping amongst these vendors. I perceived the hawkish and
aggressive attitude of most sellers, such to the point I felt uncomfortable, as though
everyone was trying to sell me something. As one turns off the main street, the facade of
Tulum begins to disappear. While there are some instances of impressive modern
architecture aimed at foreigners, most buildings are simple rebar-reinforced concrete for
locals without much fanfare. Many of these concrete block houses were yet unfinished or
under construction. Just an avenue away from the main strip and tourists become the
minority, as smaller tiendas (stores), homes, and service buildings abound. In and
amongst these side streets “old Tulum” can be found, including the religious center,
which is unassuming. I would have completely overlooked the old town center had I not
read about it beforehand. I passed by the Iglesia Maya in Tulum one day after riding
around on my bike for a while. I hadn’t explored the streets off the main highway that
much, but then one day I spotted the center: with a mixture of surprise, reverence and
awe, I passed by now knowing the place where Mayan leaders fought their last (?)
rebellion against the colonizing forces of the European empires.
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The geology of the area is unique and interesting. Much of the Yucatan peninsula
is covered in jagged limestone rocks that originally made passibility with horses a nonoption. This geology, coupled with very high forest density, and seemingly “impenetrable
jungle,” were contributing factors in the Spanish failure to conquer in the Peninsula in the
16th century. As part of the limestone geology, cavernous sinkholes known as cenotes
form an underground network of caves and tunnels, and this submerged subterranean
network constitutes the largest in the world (Dockrill 2018). At one time, these now
flooded caves were once dry and were an important refuge for indigenous people. They
were often the only source of fresh water available in the highly porous landscape and
commanded political, social and cultural attention. Today these cenotes maintain a
spiritual and practical significance for the Maya who at one time regarded them as
bridges between realms (Lucero and Kinkella 2015). In addition to being an important
source of fresh water, these caves provided valuable shelter from hurricanes that
sometimes batter the shores and more inland coastal areas. The aquifers and groundwater
are particularly susceptible to contamination due to their interconnected nature.Today,
cenotes are a popular tourist attraction. For varying levels of expense, visitors can swim,
snorkel, and even SCUBA dive in these caves. Requests to remove sunscreen are
common, demonstrating some awareness of the environmental impact such activities can
have on the ecosystem.
The flora of the Yucatan area is largely medium altitude semi-evergreen forest,
whereas much of the lowland area exhibits low altitude flood forest with an open to
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partially open canopy. Nearer the coastal areas, grasslands and marshes compromise the
dominant vegetation community, however, not in areas of very high salinity. Near the
beaches, coastal dunes become the dominant community, and include a number of palm
species as well. However, at least in Sian Ka’an, “the cultivation of introduced coconut
has replaced about 60% of the natural vegetation of the dunes” (Espejel 1987). The
coastal areas along the Riviera Maya with high densities of tourism development will
also have very highly altered vegetation structures that may imperil commercial assets as
well as municipal infrastructure due to increased vulnerability to threats such as coastal
flooding and hurricanes (Casarin et al 2012).
The Maya had a profound understanding of the intricacies of these vegetation
communities. “The people made use of approximately 185 forest and wetland plants for
over 300 different uses in food, chewing gum resin, medicine, clothing, dies, thatch palm
leaves and all types of building materials” (UNESCO 2011). They also practiced and
continue to use a shifting agricultural system known locally as milpa agriculture, which
focuses on the raising of cornfields with a variety of crops through the careful selection
of land, clearing and burning of forest, planting and harvest of crops. It is a far more
complex process than I’ve described here, and there are many others considerations that
go into account, such as the direction of firebreaks, planting dates and times, and the
organization of social labor parties, many of which were traditionally demarcated by
religious ceremonies (Martinez-Reyes 2016). Without question, the activity of making the
milpa altered the forest community structure, however the extent to which is still still
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debated today. Researchers are uncertain how much of the remaining forest was at one
time managed by the indigenous people, though the growing consensus is now much
more than previously thought (Ford and Nigh 2016). Undoubtedly, this shifting
cultivation method contributed to a more heterogenous forest structure and age class
among species than would have occurred otherwise. There are arguments on many sides:
some argue that this practice actually increased biodiversity, whereas others argue that it
degraded and reduced the function of ecosystems. Over time, the conventional wisdom
around “slash and burn” agriculture among conservationists was that the practice reduces
the ecosystem’s functioning and was not a desirable practice which undoubtedly raises
moral/ethical judgements about the management of forests. Nonetheless, traditional milpa
agriculture has been reduced and nearly eliminated within the Sian Ka’an Biosphere
Reserve due to management policies and regulations (Martinez-Reyes 2016).
Tulum National Park is a much smaller parcel than the Biosphere Reserve, being
only 1,642 acres (see Figure 7). It is located immediately adjacent to the coast, however
the park does not include a marine portion within the protected area. There are a number
of public beaches at this park, including several that are within easy walking distance
from the Tulum ruins, including Playa Santa Fe which I frequently visited for research
purposes. This beach has a high degree of tourist traffic as it is the closest free beach
from the popular archeological site, and as such tourism service providers maintain a
small snorkel tour and archeological ‘photo opportunity’ business from the beach. When I
was there the beach was relatively clean, without too much garbage or litter, however the
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Figure 7. Town of Tulum and nearby Tulum National Park (bright green)

tourism service operators posed some threat in terms of oil/gas spills, as well as shipstrike on passing wildlife. It was also ambiguous and unsafe for visitors to swim any
great distance from the shore, as speedboats drove about with relative abandon. There is a
reef just offshore, however this portion of the Mesoamerican reef has been degraded, and
many of the corals are bleached beyond chance of recovery. The few sea turtles that I
observed swimming by were accosted by snorkelers, however tourists were required to
wear life vests, thereby preventing their diving down and physically touching the turtles.
This was a common regulation at other beaches, such as Akumal beach, where authorities
were trying to prevent the harassment of these sea turtles by visitors. If you look closely
at the maps/satellite imagery provided in Figure 8, you will see that there is considerable
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Figure 8. Tulum National Park and areas of illegal development (red polygons)

development in the seaside area south of the ruins as well as at the northern end of the
park. This development is illegal, and will be discussed in greater detail in the results
section of this paper.
It is important to note that the archeological zone is outside the jurisdiction of the
national park, and as such it is controlled by The National Institute of Anthropology and
History (INAH). This federal government organization has considerable sway in terms of
political clout and controls many of the archeological sites through the country. Also,
please note the location of CONANP’s offices, located just inside the park's boundaries
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Figure 9. Tulum Ruins Archeological Zone and CONANP offices

southeast of the Tulum Pueblo shopping center (refer to Figure 9). The Tulum Pueblo and
CONANP offices is where I spent the majority of my time, and even during the short
duration I was there many changes related to the physical infrastructure of the Pueblo
occurred. Within the span of a few weeks I saw the construction of a new road and the
installation of stamped concrete sidewalks throughout the shopping center. Several
thousand tourists must have come through the Pueblo on a daily basis, some of whom
were Mexican tourists, but the vast majority of whom were international visitors.
Following this description of my research area will be a presentation of my research
methods used to ascertain the insight regarding my research questions. It will include
both theoretical and practical descriptions of my research methodology.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

The methodology I employed to answer my research questions was an
institutional ethnography. Before I explain the nuances of this approach, I would like to
back up and provide some context for my natural science readers. Ethnography is a
qualitative method of mostly inductive research employed by social sciences in various
disciplines. Traditionally, it is the methodology of cultural anthropologists who often
spend large amounts of time living and being ‘participant observers’ of a culture
oftentimes different from their own. Researchers will document the subject’s daily
activities, familial networks, traditions, beliefs, and all manner of things that pertain the
culture in question. However, ethnography does not have to be used in the context of
some far-flung exotic culture. Subgroups of people such as daily commuters, sciencefiction interest groups, university students, etc. can be thought of as subgroups which a
researcher may choose to use ethnographic means to study as well.
While a chromatography machine or test tube and beakers may be the
quintessential materials of a chemist, the ethnographer often uses a variety of data
recording devices such as recorders and cameras, however the most tried and true of
which is the humble field notebook and writing implement. Field notes are a crucial
component of the ethnographer’s methods, and can include anything that s/he considers
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to be relevant and worth writing down. These can be excerpts from interviews,
observations, key contact information for future surveys, research questions, hypotheses,
etc. In my own work I found that writing down names and contact information for new
people to talk to was a crucial aspect of my field notebook, in addition to writing down
important notes and thoughts, as well as observations and hypotheses. Another important
component of doing ethnographic field research is coding, which I like to think of as
grouping similar thoughts or ideas together, or trying to find a larger, overarching theme
amongst lots of specific details. It should be noted that the ethnographic process in
general, and specifically in institutional ethnography is an inductive process, meaning
that the researcher advances from small minutiae and observations to broader themes.
This is in contrast to deductive methods which seek to validate or test a previously held
hypothesis or theory.
In my transition from the natural to the social sciences, I would argue that both of
these processes are valid and should be considered complimentary, not in opposition to
one another. For instance, there was another process I utilized known as triangulation,
which refers more to the preliminary testing of the validity or ubiquity of certain
arguments, phenomena, or ways of thinking. In this process, the researcher asks multiple
people (at least three) whether or not they have heard of or concur with a certain subject,
such as the belief that tourists have a negative impact on the transmission of indigenous
cultural knowledge. By asking multiple people within a group, the researcher can know if
s/he is hitting on a point that is cosmopolitan within the group or isolated, and therefore
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whether or not it is worth pursuing, or changing angles. This would be an example of
deductive research because it is relegating a general idea to specific questions, rather than
forming a general notion around specific observations. However, at some level, research
findings can move both up into higher levels or generality and more broad-based theories,
or down into more specific questions and tests of validity. Dorothy Smith, known as the
founder of this type of methodology writes, ““I have described it as a “method of
inquiry,”… because the emphasis is always on research as discovery rather than, say, the
testing of hypotheses of the explication of theory as analysis of the empirical” (Smith
2005).
Technically, institutional ethnography is considered as a feminist method. It arose
during the women’s movement of the 1970s as a way of understanding and exploring the
oppression of women. Dorothy Smith worked as both an academic and single mother
during this time, and realized that much of what women do was not considered
“work” (e.g. upkeep of the home, childrearing, etc.). Meanwhile, in the sociology
program, Smith felt that the discipline itself was written by white, male, European
intelligentsia with a largely objective view of social research that excluded the particulars
of women’s experience (Smith 2005). This positivist approach, she felt, did not
adequately lend itself to the research context of the day, as it did not allow for much
digression or the exploration of new ideas.
She rebelled against the idea that a white male elite, should be making sense of
the lives of all people, including women, a minority of which she was a part. She writes,
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"like the slave in Hegel’s parable of the master-slave relationship, [women] can see more,
further, and better than the master precisely because of their marginalized and oppressed
condition” (Smith 2005). This is applicable also to indigenous and other marginalized
groups who hold a “privileged place epistemologically” because they are within a group
from which knowledge about society can be uncovered. This approach is somewhat in
contrast to traditional or more “canonical” social science, in which the researcher is using
theoretical considerations as a starting point. Instead, through institutional ethnography,
the researcher is using the experience and perspective of research subjects to shape and
define the research agenda. “Beginning where people are and with a concern about what
is going on in their lives, inquiry opens up the institutional complex, aiming to explicate
just how translocal institutional relations and organization are shaping their lives and
activities”(Given 2008). This process utilizes the individual and their identification of
problems, work activities and standards of conduct to then scale up and try to make sense
of patterns going on in the institution as a whole. As the quote above notes, oftentimes
influences in the local context result from a situation or entity that is geographically
distinct from the local phenomena. This was certainly the case with CONANP, who had
to manage directives given federally or regionally within a unique local context. While I
could not understand all the forces operating in the establishment of regulations, or the
factors contributing to overall office culture, I could begin to explicate and explore them
from an individual employee’s perspective. Using triangulation I could determine
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whether or not a belief or activity was widely held or simply occurring for one or two
people.
Describing ethnography, Marcus argues that, “the conduct and outcome of
fieldwork are less a matter of training in methods, or specific techniques of inquiry and
reporting, than of participating in a culture of craftsmanship that anthropologists
embrace” (Marcus 2009 qtd. in Pi-Sunyer and Thomas 2015). This noteworthy quote is
indeed indicative of the style of research and practical approach that lends itself to
ethnographic research. Perhaps it is because of the continual process of improving upon,
refining and ultimately presenting ethnographic work that the researcher must de facto
engage in this “culture of craftsmanship” or perhaps those with a detail-oriented,
microscopic (and macroscopic) view are drawn to anthropology, but the process of
ethnography forces a careful attention to detail and iterative refinement of the research
through coding, careful analysis and review of the literature. In regards to the literature,
Campbell and Gregor (2004) state, “how an institutional ethnography reads the literature,
not necessarily for information, but to analyze how the work of intellectuals has helped
give shape to the topic of interest. Institutional ethnographers do not cede authority to the
literature, as scholars conventionally do” (Campbell and Gregor 2004). This reiterates the
point that institutional ethnography starts from the standpoint of people, before delving
deeply into theoretical concerns.
I mentioned earlier the sampling approach taken by many social science
disciplines, and the “snowball’ sampling method that I employed in my research lent
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itself to exploration both within and outside the confines of the CONANP offices.
Snowball sampling is used to describe a process whereby one informant gives the names
of two more, who each then give the names of two more people, thereby creating a
growing sampling population similar to the growth of a snowball rolling down a hill. This
sampling method was well suited to my tasks because it opened up different areas,
themes, and research subjects that I would not have known about prior to conducting
initial studies. This in situ form of data collection allows the research participant pool to
grow and flux to meet the needs of the researcher.
The generalizability of this study is technically limited to the specific cases that I
studied, however there probably are similarities among other coastal protected areas
heavily influenced by tourism in developing countries. Certainly the coast of the Yucatan
is fairly homogeneous in its effects from Cancun to Tulum. While I speculate that similar
“cases” may be found in developing nations, my study can only comment specifically on
those that were directly studied, that is to say that this was an observational study, no
randomization was involved. Therefore only correlative, not causative effects can be
demonstrated. Nonetheless it is possible to compare these and other cases collectively.
Performing some kind of meta-analysis would be able to conclude larger trends and
patterns around the globe, however that is outside the scope of this thesis.
On a day to day basis, I was a participant observer along with CONANP officers,
and when they were not occupied, I would ask them questions regarding the mission, the
enactment, the problems with the institution. I would also accompany them to field sites
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on occasion, and frequently sat in on meetings with members of the public. CONANP
technically does not have an enforcement role in and of itself, they must call the Federal
Attorney for Environmental Protection (PROFEPA) who then may require assistance
from other municipal and federal authorities. However, CONANP does determine certain
zoning within protected areas and the establishment of tourism areas of operation. They
also issue/revoke permits, which is one means of regulating tourism impact. On one
occasion I had the opportunity to help enforce (without repercussions to delinquents) the
zoning/regulations within a tourist-laden swimming area in Akumal bay. Other
particularly rich encounters occurred while sitting in on public meetings, some of which
were very tense and obviously upset members of the local community, mostly tourism
operators. It was not entirely clear whether the people were upset by the rules themselves,
or at being told what to do by a “ruling body.” I additionally had the opportunity to stay
at a field station within the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve for about 8 days. This gave me
the opportunity to venture into the local Maya community and engage in informal
conversations with local inhabitants. Some sample interview questions for both
CONANP employees and local inhabitants are given on the following page in Tables 1
and 2.
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Table 1. Sample Interview Questions for CONANP
Can you broadly describe the goals of objectives of this specific natural area?
What do you consider to be the greatest challenges facing management of this particular
protected area?
What strategies have been implemented to combat these challenges?
Have they been eﬀective? Why or why not?
How long have you been working for CONANP and what changes have you seen during that
time?
Do you consider that there is suﬃcient help, funding, or other assistance from other facets of
the federal government? Why or why not?
Do you see governmental corruption as an important issue aﬀecting the successful
management and administration of natural protected areas?
Do you see tourists as a benefit or risk to the management of these protected areas?
What future opportunities or plans do you have in regards to this protected area?
What suggestions do you have in regards to the management of this protected area?
If you had unlimited resources, what strategy would you implement first in regards to
management of this protected area?

Table 2. Sample Interview Questions for Locals
Did you know that this area was a natural protected area?
How do you think the state of conservation has changed in the last 30 years?
Are you aware of the multiple international designations held by the Reserve?
If so, which: Man and Biosphere Program, World Heritage Site, Wetland of International
Importance
Do you think it is important that the local population knows about these designations?
Do you consider these designations to be attractive for tourists?
How do you feel when you hear these designations? Proud, Annoyed, Indiﬀerent?
Do you think that the increase in the number of tourists harms the state of conservation?
Do you think that these designations help the state of conservation?
Do you think that these designations benefit you and/or the local community? Why or why
not?
Identify three diﬀerent risks or problems associated with the protected natural area.
Please provide three suggestions for the improvement of conservation and/or the quality of
life for locals.
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Theoretical Perspective
Another aspect of research that ethnography is particularly well-suited to explore
is the study of uneven power relations. Even though my study was exploratory, it was still
nested within a theoretical frame. Political ecology is largely the body of theoretical
research in to which my study applies, and the study of power dynamics can be a
challenge for the more objective researcher. It is not easy to understand or notice the
subtleties of power relations through survey or more quantitative approaches to social
research. However in performing ethnography, it can be quite obvious (or quite subtle) in
which direction respect, authority, and even commands flow.
Political ecology is essentially the study of how power dynamics influence and
organize the relations in society which end up having a downstream effect on ecological
life. It inherently includes aspects of economy, culture, tradition, religion as well as overt
power structures such as how an institution is organized. It is also includes power in the
political sense, such as community groups or cultures that have political power, or don’t.
In my case, the Maya people generally did not have political power, whereas tourism
industrialists, for example, did. The “ruling relations” as Smith (2005) put it, are
invaluable to understand within an institutional context, and as was the case with
CONANP, both in terms of organization within the local office and between different
federal and regional scales.
A number of different issues come into play when discussing linkages between
power and conservation. One such issue is merely the structure and organization of
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power. Another is the direction in which power flows. It can be helpful to try and
conceptualize some of the structural organization before determining effects. While some
displays of power are overt and obvious, others are more nuanced and not so easily
understood, especially by the outside researcher. One example of blatant power
demonstration is the the removal of local groups living and/or working inside newly
protected areas. Fortunately, most conservation bodies are now aware that, if a group has
been using and managing a forest for several thousand years, throwing it off the land is
more apt to destroy the forest ecosystem than to preserve it (Sutton and Anderson 2014).
Nonetheless these kinds of unequal distributions are commonplace in today’s world and
the integration of local communities within the goals of biodiversity conservation remain
a challenge for natural resource managers.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

In this section, I will describe and discuss the results on two particular instances
which I feel highlight the types of problems faced by CONANP in trying to manage
protected areas while simultaneously accommodating/dealing with the reality of other
aspects of society. They are based on experiences recorded in the field, and in the office
setting with other members of the CONANP administration. In general I interviewed 12
CONANP employees and16 members of the community. What follows is a depiction of
the recurring themes from those interviews.

Case Study 1: Muyil and the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve
In roughly late June/early May of 2017, I spent about 8 days living and working at
a field station managed by CONANP on the shores of lake Muyil in the Sian Ka’an
Biosphere Reserve. This site is only a 20 minute ride from downtown Tulum, yet feels
worlds away in terms of pace of living, sheer number of people (including tourists) and
amenities. Apart from the CONANP field station, there were some rudimentary
bathrooms located a few dozen yards away, some picnic tables, and that comprised the
entirety of tourism services at the site. There were, however, about a dozen boats with
capacity for ~6 people each that offered tours of the lake and biosphere reserve. These
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boats were frequented by tourists from nearby Cancun, Playa del Carmen, and Tulum.
Most people would utilize an all-inclusive service from a hotel or tourism operator that
provided transportation to and from the site, and included the price of the boat trip. As
part of the cost, a nominal fee was paid to CONANP for permission to use the Reserve.
Most of these tourists were international, with many coming from North America,
however European and Asian tourists were present as well. Some folks came from within
the country, mostly from Mexico City, and a smaller percentage came from other nations
in central America.
As part of my going there, CONANP administrators asked that I distribute and
collect visitor surveys, asking questions such as whether or not participants were aware of
the multiple international designations held by the Reserve (e.g. RAMSAR wetland of
international importance, World Heritage site, Man and Biosphere program), whether
they thought the entrance fee paid to CONANP was too high, too low, or just right, and
how they considered the state of conservation. While I administered a couple dozen of
these surveys, I only received a cursory sense of the data, as CONANP maintained a
more extensive record for analytic purposes. This interview was a good way to begin an
informal chat with those who were waiting for boats, or had disembarked and were
waiting for their transportation, and is how I got a sense of the different geographies
where respondents were from. Typically, European and North American travelers
considered the state of conservation to be “good” and that the entry fee paid to CONANP
was too low, if anything.

!46

A slightly different survey was also to be administered to locals. The guides and
tour boat operators (of which there were about a dozen regulars) had already answered a
number of surveys from CONANP staff and volunteers prior to my coming there, and as
such had “survey fatigue” and did not want to participate in what they felt was a
repetitive favor yielding no obvious benefits . As such, I walked into the small
community of Muyil, both to take in the sights and to interview others about their
feelings regarding the Reserve. Muyil is a very small town, with one restaurant that caters
to those stopping along the highway, oftentimes en route to, or returning from, jobs in the
Riviera Maya. There is also a small convenience store, one or two shops for handicrafts
and a series of blocked out square neighborhoods.
Within the community there is a post-classic Maya ruins also called Muyil, or
Chunyaxche, which suggest that at one time the site was valuable to indigenous peoples.
There is a significant ejido called Chunyaxche to the west of Muyil, along the buffer zone
of the Reserve, which was at one time part of the traditional Mayan range. The
archeological site is controlled by INAH and receives a moderate number of visitors,
although far less than the popular sites of Chichen Itza and Tulum. The employees there
were quite vociferous in their opinion of the Biosphere Reserve and the effect on local
people. I walked through the community on several occasions, and after a while found
that the restaurant was a good meeting place and opportunity for me to ask the opinion of
people regarding the Reserve and I found that some folks were eager to talk about their
perceptions.
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On a Saturday I walked into Muyil from the Reserve, and a group of about six
women and one man were selling homemade tacos near the restaurant adjacent to the
convenience store. There was a woman my age (mid-twenties) several middle aged
women, and one older woman, representing three generations of a family unit (the man
was also middle aged). I initially walked up to this group and explained to them who I
was (a researcher from The University of Massachusetts Boston working with CONANP)
who was interested in administering them a short survey regarding their opinions of the
Biosphere Reserve. It was then that I learned the Biosphere Reserve is not held in the
same rosy opinion by everybody. This group of (mostly) women selling tacos explained
to me their outright dissatisfaction with the Reserve, which to me was the first time I had
heard someone talk that way about it. The young woman filled out my survey, and acted
as a spokesperson for the rest of the group, the members of which were not shy and
voiced their opinions simultaneously. There did seem to be a synoptic opinion among the
group regarding their sentiment of the Reserve, which was less than a glowing
recommendation. What follows is an excerpt from our conversation and the results of the
survey.
This 24 year old woman who has lived and worked in Muyil her whole life said,
that the state of conservation was “worse” today than it was at any point in her lifetime,
and she thought that the increase in the number of tourists has harmed the state of
conservation there. Furthermore, she did not know about any of the multiple international
designations, but was proud to hear them and thought it was important that the local
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population knew about them. However when asked if she thought these designations have
helped the state of conservation in Sian Ka’an, she responded that “they don’t give the
assistance necessary for conservation, however they prohibit activities within the reserve
and do not respect the local communities.” Furthermore, when asked if she thought these
designations help or benefit the local community she replied that they do not receive any
help for the community. These responses highlight the problems perceived in the
community regarding the SKBR. The notion that the community does not receive any
assistance nor any benefits from the designation of Biosphere Reserve, yet they are
actively prohibited from using the resources in the reserve represents a kind of double
standard that is put in place by large conservation organizations that simultaneously
prioritize the experience for rich foreign tourists while disregarding the basic needs of
local inhabitants.
When asked about problems or risks relating to the state of conservation or the
quality of life for local people, she reiterated the problem of the lack of information of the
importance of the locals, suggesting that she felt her community was left out and ignored.
She also mentioned issues such as the seemingly indiscriminate cutting of trees, the
problem of locals throwing garbage (littering) without concern/knowing the negative
effects, and the use of many boats which in turn endanger the mangrove ecosystems.
I did not ask for the mechanism of these changes, but allowed the respondent to answer
freely and express her opinions. When asked for suggestions regarding the improvement
of conservation and / or the quality of life for the locals, she responded “to prohibit the
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excess of boats in the reserve,” as well as inform the locals about the dangers of throwing
garbage [littering] and / or burning it. She also mentioned that permission must be given
to cut down trees, and generally to improve the state of conservation in the lagoon/lake.
In addition to answering some of the questions posed more formally by the
interview, I also had the chance to speak informally with the young woman and other
members of the group. My notes following the interaction speak of the passion with
which the point(s) were expressed and my perception regarding the truth and injustice of
the issue. From my stay in the community, I got the sense they were authentically upset
by the situation. They also related to me the idea that they were afraid to even voice their
opinion publicly. They were afraid of perceived media blackout on the issues, and I began
to understand they were insinuating nefarious consequences if they did try to speak up
publicly. This comment spoke to the perceived corruption widespread in the politics of
Mexico - an issue that would reappear later on in my investigation. This interaction also
made me consider the possible reality of danger in my work; that there were areas into
which I should probably not tread. The conception of these people being unable/
unwilling to speak due to the fear of repercussions came as an additional shock to me.
There was one other conversation with these women that is around the notion of
the researcher’s responsibility. After talking for at least half an hour with this group, who
were friendly and generous in their conversation throughout, one of the women asked me,
“What’s next?” meaning that they shared all this information with me, I believe mostly
because they were eager to tell their story to someone who would listen, but understood
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or implied that little would come from it. Chagrined, I told them that I would likely not
be able to bring about any changes on my own, that as a researcher from the U.S., the
most I could do would be to shed light on the issue, however I did not have any power to
make changes within the administration. They seemed to understand, however their eyes
were a little dimmed after that. I bring this up as a realization/experience of a researcher
torn with the sentiment of studying injustice while not being in a position to change it.
The day before speaking with these ladies (and one man) I had another outspoken
participant in my interviews, someone else who seemed very upset by his perception of
the widespread injustice and mismanagement of the Reserve. Speaking with the women
above acted as a kind of validation of this man’s sentiments. In my notes there are
specific references to wanting to cross-check and receive more points of view that would
corroborate his opinion. After finding those, I feel free to share with you his point of view
in these pages.
This man worked at INAH, at the ruins of Muyil across the street from the
restaurant, and lived in Tulum. He also spoke for several employees, both at the
restaurant and employees of INAH. He also spoke with passion, however he was more
angry/upset than the young woman, who most portrayed an expression of sadness.
Nonetheless their sentiments were similar, and I will relate to you his perception of the
goings on in the SKBR around Muyil.
Regarding the state of conservation in the Reserve at the time of the interview, he
said it was “very bad” and that it has gotten worse over the past 30 years. Furthermore, he
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said that he felt “annoyed” by all the international designations held by the Reserve,
however he did claim to know about them all. In a somewhat anomalous answer, he
thought that tourists would not consider the designations attractive, which did not make
sense to me at the time, and still doesn’t. He then proceeded to tell me how he thought
that the tourism service operators ran a monopoly and went so far as to explicitly share
the names of the two local families running the perceived monopoly. This is theoretically
possible as CONANP only gives a limited number of permits to operate tours in the
Reserve.
He then proceeded to tell me about perceived environmental justice issues,
claiming that the designations do not benefit any of the inhabitants of the marginalized
areas, which corroborates some of what the group of women were saying. Furthermore,
he relates the notion that all the “earth,” the “water,” and the “air” in the park zone is
theirs, and the government should look for another way to get the “natives” involved. He
also mentions that he considers the lives of the locals to be “precarious,” meaning they
live on the fine line between surviving and not. The notion that resources once available
in the reserve are no longer attainable emphasized his point.
Speaking of risks and behaviors to be avoided the man said that building should
not be built with iron and concrete and specified several problems that he felt contributed
to the decline of the state of conservation in the reserve in past years, including
construction in general and the development of hotels. He also recognized the pressure
hotels and tourists were placing on the environment. He mentioned the pollution with
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plastic and expressed concern for the contamination of groundwater aquifers. In general,
this man had a very pronounced sense of environmental justice, and essentially
considered the Reserve and its designations to be a great affront to the local, marginalized
people who, in his opinion, did not benefit at all from the Reserve.
Considering some of the rhetoric around what Biosphere Reserves are supposed
to be, and perhaps what was promised to the community, it makes sense that they are
unhappy. According to Biles (2010), “The guiding principle of biosphere reserves is that
the local populace is not displaced, but actively involved in all aspects of management,
research and monitoring.” Clearly, that has not been the case in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere
Reserve where people were and continue to be actively barred from the reserve confines
itself. There is also the concept of reserve core, periphery and transition zones, the last of
which is theoretically an area in which “benefits are shared with the local population.”
According to UNESCO documents, “Local participation in conservation, development
and research, and learning initiatives will allow for true empowerment of local
communities.” The goals and ambitions are lofty, but in reality they remain unfulfilled.
The enforcement and implementation of such lofty objectives continues to be a challenge
(UNESCO 2011).

Case Study 2: Tulum National Park
The Tulum National Park is a small coastal strip nearby to the ruins of Tulum,
however does not encompass them, as they are under the management of INAH. One of
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my confidential key informants suggested the idea that local people are not even aware
that the Park is a protected area, which originally I found surprising. I asked this question
to other employees of CONANP and they agreed with me. “How could the locals not
know that this was a protected area?” I wondered. In actuality, there is not a lot of
distinction that would give the casual passersby the impression they are within a
protected area, and actually many more points to the contrary which would provide
evidence against that notion such as roads and buildings.
I initiated my study in a way which ethnographers recognize: that is to start with
the experiences of everyday life for the people whom you are to study, and then begin the
exploratory analysis and definition of the “problematic,” which is kind of like the
framework, or generalized direction of study. In my case, I was quite curious to know
what and how these natural resource managers and administers defined a problem, and
what their biggest challenges are with the management of the protected areas. I presented
a schematic to them common in natural resource management planning which outlines
specific presentation of goals, objectives, threats and programs designed to combat
threats. An example of this concept map is seen in Figure 12, and was accompanied by a
blank version I used in our talks (Figure 13). The whole concept then served as a jumping
off point to discuss threats to the Park and proposed solutions to deal with them.
Only 3 full time employees worked with the Tulum National Park specifically,
and when asked what they considered to be the biggest challenge facing the management
of TNP, they all agreed that the illegal sale and development of land in the national park
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Figure 10. Sample Adaptive Management framework used in conversation with
CONANP officials

Figure 11. A partially filled-out version of the adaptive management framework used
discursively during a semi-structured interview
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was the greatest threat opposing the successful management of this land. A quick survey
of areal photography superimposed with the Park boundaries on it reveal that several
developed parcels exist within the perimeter of the Park (refer back to Figure 8). These
parcels, I was assured, are completely illegal, and yet CONANP does not have the
jurisdiction to enforce the removal or closure of the currently active resorts and beachside
hotels operating there. I did not find this out until a few weeks into my research, but it
bears repeating: CONANP does not have enforcement power. Instead, they must summon
PROFEPA (the Environmental Attorney) who function more like a judiciary body than
enforcement agency. These individuals often must be accompanied by other members of
municipal, state, or federal government who carry firearms and hold law enforcement
jurisdiction (Bezaury-Creel 2005). This highly circuitous process drastically decreases
the efficiency and efficacy of CONANP as a law enforcement/management agency and
seems almost nonsensical to the outside observer. Definitely, this arrangement dilutes the
agency’s ability to adequately and efficiently enforce environmental laws and regulations,
and allows the proliferation of non-compliant resorts and hotels within protected areas.
There are at least four distinct areas with substantial illegal development clearly
visible from satellite imagery, and walking down the road that abuts the beach one can
make out over two dozen different business and hotels. I counted over 30 shops,
restaurants, and hotels advertised on Google Maps. Clearly, the money to be made by
keeping these businesses open is too great a temptation for those who would seek to shut
them down. This whole National Park has a sordid history that involves land grabs,
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significant money thrown around, movie stars, and politicians being paid to look the
other way. I was told by multiple members of the CONANP administration that the
issue’s root cause/mechanism lay in the illegal sale of land by the municipal government.
However my study was limited in scope and I did not feel comfortable confronting
members of the municipal government, or asking questions related to the mechanisms or
specifics of this process outside of the CONANP offices. I mentioned earlier how some
people in Muyil were afraid of and insinuated repercussions if they openly voiced their
opinion of displeasure about the reserve. In a similar sentiment, I did not feel comfortable
being direct and asking too many questions about corruption, also for fear of possible
repercussions. Nonetheless this shows that there is a serious disconnect between different
branches of the government, and that issues at different scales can “fall through the
cracks.” It is also clear how much influence the tourism sector with its money and foreign
influence can have over the lives of locals and the politics that are otherwise in place to
protect lands and territory that have otherwise been set aside. It is an unequal distribution
of power that results in the lopsided access to and protection of natural resources.
Within the political ecological context one can see the clear interlinkages between
economy, law enforcement, and the downstream effects on the environment. Untold miles
of coastline have been developed in the state of Quintana Roo, and in Tulum even the
designation of a National Park has done little to protect the environment. Poor
enforcement coupled with massive economic interest has left the coastal environment
increasingly vulnerable to continued development, the deleterious impacts of
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infrastructure, and the consequences of tourists’ behavior and actions, which are harder to
control. No doubt there is an impact from thousands of international visitors perusing
through a coastal dune, Mayan communities, or newly renovated resort. The indirect
impacts are even more staggering, as a multitude of additional services such as
transportation, laborer from local communities, restaurants and shops all have
interconnected impacts on both societal and environmental wellbeing.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

The problems and situations involved in the management of natural protected
areas are complex and multifaceted in any case. In Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, the allure
and influence of international mass tourism is formidable and comprehensive. It has an
addictive capacity, providing a much needed economic stimulus to communities that are
entrenched in a post-colonial world, but dis-incentivizes them to support anything else.
Indeed, much of the tourist activity and development can appropriately be thought of as a
new wave of colonialism, one that works by degrees of attrition and the slow push/pull of
economic and cultural forces, as opposed to the brute force of guns and steel employed
by the Spanish.
Even the approaches to nature conservation have been documented as displaying
aspects of coloniality, as Martinez-Reyes outlines in his portrayal of different NGO
groups working with the Maya in Tres Reyes. I have presented the viewpoints of several
people for whom the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve is a harsh reminder of the unequal
distribution and application power. Certainly, the forced removal and disbarment from a
place that used to be called “home” is an example of colonial/patriarchal control, one
which does not allow for a real sense of autonomy. More than anything, the notion of
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being able to determine one’s life’s path is a crucial indicator of happiness and likely
helps maintain community cohesion.
One theme is consistent whether it be among the Maya forests or the management
and administration of protected areas, and that is the extreme difficulty of smoothly
transitioning between different scales and cultures of organization. In the case of
environmental management, the directives and decisions come from a small, isolated,
specialized place of knowledge and authority, whether it be from the insight of a wildlife
biologist in a regional office, or even a directive from the local office such as in Tulum.
I perceived first hand the friction associated with hierarchical management styles,
especially those with weak to little enforcement mechanisms.
Through some of my participant observation it became abundantly obvious that
local people were keep out of the loop when it came to regulatory decisions, such as
which areas to protect and how to do so. For instance, I sat in on a couple community
meetings in which the administrators of CONANP explained to a group of tourism
service provides in Akumal Bay, a highly touristic area 15 miles north of Tulum, which
areas of the Bay would be available for swimming, which would be off-limits for sea
turtle / sea grass protection habitat, and which would be canals of navigation. The
community was upset. I think they were more disgruntled at the perceived indignation of
being told what to do and how to do it, rather than being included in the process and
discursively agreeing upon the regulations (although, that meeting and a subsequent one
were a form of collective bargaining that the coop and tour providers used to compromise
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on some points). The flow of information, authority, and power in that meeting was
mostly one way, and against that firm hand the community resisted. To me, that was an
interesting experience because it demonstrated some of the iterative instances of
colonialism and power being forced upon the masses. A sense of top down hierarchy
really made that concept present and real for me.
Later in my historical review, I came to realize how the invasion of the Spanish,
and the overt domination through subjugation that they tried (and failed) to employ in the
east coast of Quintana Roo may have been the only form of external state-level
organization that the locals had known since the 16th century coming of the Spanish. This
“top-down” style of organization does always favor power in a sort of vacuum. The
wealthy aristocrats on top of the socially stratified pyramid seek to maintain and increase
their power and extend their locus of control while more and more indigent and low-level
members of the population “feed” the vacuum. It may be that the Maya civilization
declined under an unsustainable pursuit of the same kind. In this case, the tourism influx
represents a collective “cash cow” that everyone wants to get a piece of, while only a
handful actually do. Perhaps this strategy explains why I felt so “watched” in Tulum,
whereas in Chetumal, a non-touristy area, I did not. In Tulum, I felt like everyone was
looking to see if they could make some money off of me.
In Muyil, the overriding infatuation with international mass tourism has not yet
taken hold, although it might. Tulum was at one time a small hamlet, and in the space of a
couple decades burgeoned into a drastically different and influential bastion of tourism.
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The social impacts have been demonstrated by several accounts. In Muyil, the larger
influential force has been obligatory government conservation, which unequally
distributes access to and benefit from natural resources. The lack of information from
government officials and paucity of benefits from the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve
were among the complaints voiced by townspeople I interviewed. It is important to
continue to work on the improved relationship between government agencies and the
people they oversee. The differing magnitudes of conservation challenges highlights the
for a participatory approach, one in which local people are active and respected
components of management agendas and the implementation of conservation schemes.
Through the incorporation of local knowledge, managers can simultaneously reap the
benefits of thousands of years of environmental management experience, and
concomitantly create the opportunity for active engagement of communities within
programs they have a sense of ownership over.
Nevertheless, it appears that colonial systems keep re-iterating themselves to the
detriment of a greater social welfare. In fact, in the case of social scales in the state of
Quintana Roo, Maya and local Mexicans are increasingly subservient to a foreign
political power. While the political structure within states of Mexico deploy a similar
kind of hierarchal organization of power, they are nested within and subservient to a
political and economic juggernaut that comes from the United States and European
nations. The incredible capital with which well-off, even average Americans, Europeans
and Asians use to buy travel and experiences in their leisure time would provide
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extraordinary financial assistance to the tourism service workers who depend on mere
fractions of the money spent by one tourist on meals or hotel rooms alone to survive.
In order for the management strategies of CONANP to be accepted, they will
need to more adequately incorporate the concerns and effects of unequal power
distributions on local people. In some cases, such as the Tulum National Park, federal
forces with more gravitas are likely the only source of relief realistic for the conflict.
However it seems that the formidable political power and economic revenue generated by
the mass tourism industry has overpowered the conventional checks and balances within
the Mexican state. This is evidence of the multi-scalar distribution of power which keeps
Mexico beholden to the economic interest of the United States. On a more local scale,
CONANP and allied agencies in the government would do well to incorporate the longterm well being of citizens affected by their actions, as opposed to the laissez faire
approach to development currently in vogue. The adequate participation of local
communities and the implementation of measures co-created are necessary to give
CONANP the sentiment of respect amongst the local communities. There is a much
higher likelihood of citizens respecting environmental prohibitions if they are generated
from within the community being asked to observe them. Furthermore the two-way
dissemination of information is crucial to the success of conservation and sustainable
development measures.
The ringing predictions of Robert Redfield echo poignantly when in the 1930s he
said of the Maya “they are a people who must and will come to identify their interests
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with those of people far away, outside the traditional circle of their loyalties and political
responsibilities.” I believe he is right, and indeed some responsibility falls on the people
from far away. It is unethical to appropriate and disintegrate a contemporary culture’s
survival while simultaneously showcasing them as a unique cultural sideshow for profit.
The driving forces of capital and colonialism are pent up with unspent inertia, and it is
unlikely the remarks from these pages will stem the tide. However, to those readers who
are conscientious of the effect of their travels, I would ask that you consider the humanity
of your driver, your server, the housekeeper in your hotel on your next trip. Our actions
are inextricably bound up in the social and cultural fabric of each other’s lives, and we
can choose, either consciously or not to reinforce those patterns or help usher in an era in
which cooperation, mutualism, and altruism (much like the Maya of old) dictate our lives.
It was the social survival strategy that lifted us up out of the pecking order amongst other
prey animals, and it will be indispensable as climatic change, bigotry and political fervor
seek to dominate what elusive and antiquated power vacuums remain. It is not my place
to say how that great egalitarianism will come about, but it is my sincere hope that it does
so.
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